Food Access by King, Leigh Anne
42
Carolina Planning    Volume 38
Case Studies from NCAPA Contributors
Food Access
Leigh Anne King
The Importance of Local Food Systems
A little known fact is that, generally speaking, food 
consumed in the United States travels 1,500 miles from the 
farms that grow our food to the forks that serve it to us. Also 
not well known, is that in 2006, the value of food imported 
into the United States exceeded the value of food exported 
– challenging our status as the bread basket of the world.
1  Industrial processing and food distribution systems that
thrived over the last century and a half brought us food
from around the globe and saved us food preparation time
in the kitchen.  The result is that today, our relationship
with food is very different from what previous generations
experienced.  The days of it being commonplace to grow
up on a farm, to know the dairy that produces your milk,
the butcher that cuts your meat, or the baker that bakes
your bread waned long ago.  While agriculture remains
America’s primary land use with more than one billion
acres of land devoted to agricultural purposes, our
connection to the food we consume and the producers that
make it has diminished.2  Today, many school children do
not even know where their food comes from, and some
may argue that the food choices being marketed to them
hardly resemble good healthy food.
But little by little, this disconnect between the 
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people and places that make our food is changing.  Many 
movements exist to promote the “slowing” of food and 
bringing food producers back into direct contact with 
food consumers through consumer supported agriculture, 
farmer’s markets, and the like.  This is often coined as 
creating a “local food system” – the network of activities 
that link food production, processing, distribution and 
access, consumption, and waste management, as well as 
the supporting and regulatory institutions and activities. 
Communities across the nation have been working to 
support the development and advancement of local food 
systems through local planning efforts, and planners 
have an important role at the food systems planning 
table, particularly in North Carolina where we have an 
agricultural legacy.  
The Food Systems Disconnect in North Carolina
Agriculture is king in North Carolina.  In 2007, 
North Carolina agriculture and agribusinesses accounted 
for $70 billion of the State’s $400 billion gross state 
product (value-added income) and 700,000 of the state’s 
4 million employees, making the agricultural sector North 
Carolina’s number one industry.3 The number of farms in 
North Carolina totaled 53,400 in 2010.  The state leads 
the nation in terms of cash receipts for tobacco and sweet 
potatoes and is ranked number two for hogs, pigs, trout, 
turkeys, eggs, and Christmas trees.  Agritourism has grown 
across the state with pick-your-own, farm tours, and retail 
operations popping up in the Piedmont, Western North 
Carolina, and the Coastal Plain.
Despite this large amount of agriculture and 
agribusiness, there is a disconnect between what we 
produce in North Carolina and what we consume. A 
ground-breaking study prepared by the Appalachian 
Sustainable Agriculture Project (2002) estimated the value 
of food products that were grown locally versus consumed 
locally in Western North Carolina.  The project identifi ed 
that consumers purchased $2.6 billion worth of food, but 
spent only $15 million (less than 1%) on locally produced 
foods.  By 2009, spending on local foods in Western North 
Carolina reached $30 million, refl ecting greater awareness, 
but still less than 2% of total food purchases for this part 
of the state.  This lack of local food purchasing is likely 
indicative of a similar trend in the rest of the state.  North 
Carolinians are not eating their own food, and part of the 
reason for this is a lack of access to locally produced foods. 
The Strolling Heifers Locavore index ranks the number 
of state-documented farmers markets and community 
supported agriculture (CSA) programs per capita for each 
state. In 2012, North Carolina ranked 32 out of 50.4
Our Role as Planners
Food systems planning is supported at the highest 
levels in our fi eld.  The American Planning Association 
(APA) established the APA Sustaining Places Initiative in 
2010.  In the Sustaining Places Initiative’s report, the APA 
sets out a mission of using the comprehensive plan as the 
leading policy document for achieving sustainable practices 
in our communities.  “Healthy Community”, one of eight 
principles identifi ed in the initiative’s report, encourages 
access to healthy, locally grown foods to support a healthy 
community and identifi es a variety of tools for supporting 
local food systems.5 Setting out explicit goals in our 
community plans is a critical step toward fostering local 
food systems.
At a state level, North Carolina created the North 
Carolina Sustainable Local Food Advisory Council to 
address some of the program and policy considerations 
regarding the development of a sustainable local food 
economy in the state.  In North Carolina, our planning tools 
to foster local food systems are not only comprehensive 
plans, but agricultural preservation plans, voluntary 
agricultural districts (VAD), enhanced VADs, code 
modifi cation to remove barriers and create incentives 
for agriculture and agricultural supportive uses, and the 
creation of new community facilities that can support local 
food systems.
At a local level, many governments in North Carolina 
are using planning tools to support local food systems. 
Currituck County created rural zoning districts that protect 
and foster the economic viability of farming by permitting 
new types of agriculture, agribusiness, and agricultural 
support uses, such as slaughter houses, packing facilities, 
and refrigerated storage.  The county also adopted farmland 
compatibility standards aimed at protecting farms from new 
suburban development through vegetated buffers, fencing 
requirements, and required larger lot sizes on lands closest 
to agricultural activities.  Fayetteville allows community 
gardens as permitted uses in residential districts and allows 
public parks and farmers markets in targeted districts. 
Wilmington, Carrboro, Charlotte and other communities 
support local food systems and urban agriculture efforts 
by changing local ordinances to allow for the raising of 
hens and bees in certain residential districts.  Blue Ridge 
Food Ventures was developed by the regional economic 
development organization for Western North Carolina to 
serve as a local food business incubator.  Each month, 20-
30 entrepreneurs rent space by the hour to use the facility’s 
processing center and kitchen, and offer business planning, 
fi nancial counseling, and marketing support to local food 
businesses.  Charlotte’s Seventh Street Public Market is 
a unique public market, accessible by light rail, which 
provides a central urban marketplace bringing together a 
diverse array of regional producers and consumers.  This 
public market also mitigates food desert impacts previously 
experienced in close by inner city neighborhoods.  
One of our key roles as planners working to foster 
local food systems is educating our communities about 
connections between planning issues.  Critical to the 
success of these planning efforts is taking a comprehensive 
and holistic planning approach by working in partnership 
with the network of players involved in the growing, 
processing, packaging, distribution and selling of local 
food to develop comprehensive strategies.  As planners, we 
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can teach the public about the role that food systems play 
in our communities and our individual lives: they can help 
foster a sense of community, offer healthy food choices 
and improve health outcomes, boost the local economy, 
improve local food security, conserve energy and resources, 
promote social equity, and protect quality open spaces.  
Planners can help by connecting the dots between the need 
for successful local food systems and our declining health 
as a nation, increasing costs to purchase food, and reduced 
access to healthy food choices particularly for lower 
income communities. Building on community support, 
planners should identify strategic partnerships with local 
food system representatives and learn more about how 
our communities should change plans and ordinances to 
support local food systems.  While we are not the producers 
or the distributors, our role as change agents in the public 
policy arena is critical in fostering the development of 
local food systems.
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